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The Impact of Macao’s Gaming
Industry on Family Life
An exploratory study
Gertina J. van Schalkwyk, Emilie Tran et Kay Chang
1 This  project  is  a  comprehensive  situation  analysis  and  needs  assessment  of  the
psychological  well-being  of  the  people  of  the  Macao  Special  Administrative  Region
(SAR). Overall the aim is to gain an in-depth understanding of the context and needs of
the local community in order to appropriately provide psychological services and to
develop models  for  effective intervention strategies  for  the Macao community2.  We
report here on the first phase of the project and on some of the many enabling and
disabling processes having an impact on the well-being of the local population. The
purpose is to describe the present situation with regard to family life in Macao focusing
in particular on the impact of the gaming industry on family and the respective sub-
systems (parents and children). As Macao gains its political and economic importance
alongside its booming gaming industry, interest in the studying Macao’s infrastructure
in social and psychological support systems have become increasingly relevant. The
gaming industry,  the major of  source of  employment and revenue in the territory,
involves  hidden  factors  compared  to  other  industries  in  the  region  and  inevitably
captures the interest of researchers in psychological and sociological topics. 
2 Research into and literature on family life and psychological aspects of people in Macao
is extremely limited. The current knowledge base mainly relies on studies conducted in
Hong  Kong,  and  about  Chinese  expatriates  living  outside  Macao.  The  majority  of
researchers who study the psychological aspects of Chinese culture and ethnicity pay
little or no attention to the uniqueness of the psycho-social situation and related needs
in  Macao.  In  August  2005,  an  independent  group  of  researchers  with  government
funding conducted a large-scale study on the Quality of Life in Macao covering several
dimensions  related to  how the local  population perceive  and experience the  socio-
economic  structures  of  their  daily  lives3.  This  study,  however,  did  not  consider
psychological aspects of people’s functioning and well-being. The lack of psychological
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baseline knowledge and the mental health service delivery system, only in its infancy,
are thus an important backdrop against which the larger study was conducted.
3 Traditionally Macao has depended, for the delivery of social services, on an informal
network  of  religious  organisations,  neighbourhood  associations,  and  various  social
clans. At present mental health care services are mostly provided by social workers and
access to psychological services is limited to visiting professionals from Hong Kong and
a  few  partly  trained  psychological  assistants  (counsellors  and  paraprofessionals).
Recent figures show the Macao government supports approximately 89 social workers
for  the  population  of  about  482,000  people4.  Figures  for  social  workers  in  non-
government  organisations  and  psychologists  are  not  available.  This  is  a  matter  of
particular  concern  and  indicates  that  Macao  is,  to  an  extent,  wanting  in  terms  of
mental health care services. It also seems that communication and collaboration among
most of the service providers are neither well developed nor organised. Adding to the
challenge is the lack of providers of psychological services, and a common established
practice  of  loading  mental  health  work  tasks  onto  clergy  staff,  social  workers  and
health care workers at best.
Family systems
4 The paper describes the present realities of  and challenges to family life in Macao.
Families often function according to a particular structure, and role appropriation for
the different members of the family system develops. The Family Systems approach
views the family as a social group of individuals “tied together through their common
biological,  legal,  cultural  and  emotional  history  and  their  implied  future”5.  As  a
complex  emotional  unit  the  family  is  primarily  a  living,  ongoing  entity  that  is
organised as a whole system with its members in continuous interaction and forming
relationship patterns that extend over time and space. In the family, interconnecting
family  members  affect  each  other’s  thoughts,  feelings  and  actions  based  upon  a
“circular causality that transpires between people within a family”6, as well as between
the family and the environment.  Hence relationships emerge within the family and
between the family and social environment that influence individual development and
functioning.  As  a  psycho-social  entity  the  family  has  a  distinct  influence  on  each
member’s  development  and  psychological  well-being.  The  family  can  in  fact  be  an
obstacle to psychological well-being, particularly when the family system faces change
to its core values or when a change in the functioning of one person predictably elicits
change in the functioning of others.
5 In Macao at least four family groups were identified representing different and unique
cultural heritages. Macanese families reflected a mixed-race heritage with Portuguese
and  Chinese  the  dominant  cultures,  and  customs  that  were  particular  to  Macao.
Chinese  families  manifested  in  two  distinct  groups  with  families  who  migrated  to
Macao and have been living there for at  least  three generations in one group,  and
newer Chinese individuals and families who have migrated to the enclave since the
handover to the PRC in 1999 and are considered as first generation authorised residents
of Macao in the second group. The majority of families in the latter group came from
Guangdong, with 4,848 (70%) legal immigrants from that province in 2004 alone. Both
these groups still adhered to traditional Chinese customs and cultural heritage, with
the former showing more acculturation,  either with or without strong ties  to their
families of origin on the mainland. In the latter group the general trend was also for
more women to leave their family of origin and come to Macao either with or without
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her children to  find employment.  An average 61.33% of  legal  immigrants  from the
mainland in 2004 were women7. The fourth group of families were mixed: some families
were of Portuguese background maintaining strong ties with their country and culture
of origin, some expatriate families from around the world, and a fair community of
families originating from other Asian countries in the region (e.g., Philippines, Nepal,
etc.).
6 Family systems in the multi-cultural context of Macao to a large extent still reflected
conservative and traditional values and customs. Although the nuclear family system
was  evident,  we  encountered  a  mixed  cultural  heritage  that  influenced  values  and
beliefs  about  what  was considered “normal” family  life.  The data collected for  this
project focused mostly on the first three groups of families with Macanese and Chinese
heritage,  who  constituted  the  largest  proportion  of  the  Macao  population,  with
approximately  9.5%  of  the  population  19  years  of  age  and  younger.  Although  the
Macanese  families  reflected  a  unique  mix  in  their  cultural  heritage,  all  the  family
systems reflected strong macro-level beliefs about the values of family life, harmonious
living and filial piety. 
7 Although psychological well-being is not traditionally a concept used in Chinese family
systems,  folklore  and  ancient  Chinese  writings  refer  to  the  concept  of  happiness
associated with fu or fuqi (WW), which involves “anything positive and good in life”
and related to longevity, prosperity, health, peace, virtue and a comfortable death8.
This conceptualisation of happiness relates to what is implied by psychological well-
being as a complex set of behaviours, thoughts, feelings and relationships that underlie
the overall physical and socio-emotional wellness of people in a community. Research
into  the  concept  of  the  purpose  and  meaning  of  life  involves  the  well-being  of
individuals  and  groups  in  different  contexts  such  as  the  workplace,  explorations
regarding  the  cultural  values  of  happiness,  and  more  recently,  psychofortology9.
Whereas a lack of meaning in life could be associated with psychopathology10,  some
authors11 indicate that purpose in and meaning of life constitutes critical components
of  mental  health  with  an  emphasis  on  a  sense  of  directedness  and  intentionality.
Sources  of  personal  meaning  influence  coping  strategies  for  stress,  while  strong
religious  beliefs,  group  membership,  values,  clear  goals  and  dedication  to  a  cause
further  indicates  the  extent  to  which  the  demands  of  life  are  seen  as  worthy  of
investment and engagement.
8 It  can thus be assumed that psychological  well-being for the families of Macao will
emerge in this historical time, multi-cultural context and with the boom in the gaming
industry when positive emotions are fostered and encouraged while there is a lower
level of negative emotions in viewing one’s overall satisfaction with life. In order to
enhance  the  psychological  well-being  of  a  community,  it  is  necessary  to  focus  on
preventive interventions that would decrease risk processes that can contribute to the
development  of  psychological  problems  and  pathologies12.  Risk  processes  are  those
features that reduce the biological, psychological and social capacities of individuals
and  environments  in  order  to  maintain  a  healthy  and  well-balanced  society.
Psychological  services  would  focus  on  the  promotion  of  coping  abilities  and  the
development  of  adaptive  and  protective  processes  both  for  individuals  and
environments so as to increase or enhance the capacities for sustained psychological
well-being. Frameworks for mental health care services should be developed aimed at
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providing interventions that would answer to the needs of the local population and
that are accessible to all members of the community, children, adolescents and adults13.
The gaming industry in Macao
9 Today few people know anything about Macao other than it is a gambling haven on the
south China coast. In fact, this has been so only for the past 150 years and it took time
to convert  the Chinese passion for  gambling into the big business  that  the gaming
industry has become. Up to the mid-nineteenth century, Macao served as a trading post
in the lucrative sea trade Portugal had engaged in with Japan, the Philippines, China,
Malaysia, India and Europe. It had never been viewed as a real colony by Portugal and
in a sense it has only ever been a territory administered in order to reap maximum
profits.  Although Macao’s  fortunes  experienced ups  and downs—depending on how
open or closed the Chinese and the Japanese empires were to foreign trade at  any
particular  time—the  tiny  Portuguese  enclave  enjoyed  a  considerable  degree  of
prosperity. 
10 It would be wrong though to assume that Macao was nothing more than a commercial
entrepôt. Macao has also been a “city of commerce and culture”14. Indeed, it was “in
Macao, if anywhere, [that] East and West did meet”, as once justly put by Charles Boxer,
a renowned historian of the Portuguese in Asia15.  The encounter and exchange that
occurred  in  Macao  have  given  the  territory  its  blend  of  cultural  and  historical
heritage16, which uniqueness has been asserted by UNESCO17. 
11 The Treaty of Nanjing, signed in 1842, not only ended the first Opium War, but also
sealed  the  fate  of  Macao  by  establishing  Hong  Kong18 and  opening  five  port  cities
(Canton, Fuzhou, Xiamen, Ningbo and Shanghai) to foreign residence and trade. Since
then, the newborn British colony dominated the maritime trade and provided a base
for businesses that Macao had never dreamt of or managed to develop. Having lost its
traditional commercial relevance and confronted with the economic and social decline
that went along with promising inhabitants emigrating to Hong Kong and elsewhere in
search  of  better  opportunities,  the  administrators  of  Macao  saw  their  livelihoods
deeply threatened and they had to find some other sources of  internal  revenue.  In
order to survive, Macao needed to specialise in activities neither Hong Kong nor any
nearby port city like Canton could offer,  and in 1851 Macao started, amongst other
endeavours, the coolie trade19.  After this trade was prohibited in Hong Kong, Macao
became all the more involved and it was mostly subsidised by British, American and
Chinese capital,  until  the Portuguese Crown, under public pressure,  prohibited it  in
1873. 
12 Another strategy thus had to be adopted by the administration and monopolies were
granted  not  only  to  profitable  and  innocent  commercial  activities  such  as  fishing
oysters and sales of foodstuffs like salt, fish, pork and beef, but also to more harmful
and lucrative  trades,  such as  the one on boiled opium and gambling20.  The idea of
licensed gambling under the governorship of Captain Guimarães (1851-1863) proved a
success from the start, and “in 1910, the Governor, reporting to Macao’s Deputy in the
Portuguese Parliament, stated that 70 percent of all income of the Administration came
from the monopolies of gambling and opium and only 30 percent from other sources of
revenue”21. 
13 There have always been some forms of gambling in China, although it was prohibited22.
Today mahjong is  regularly played by local residents at family gatherings and with
friends. However, in the context of the prohibition under the imperial regime and later
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added to by the surge of anti-gambling sentiments of the Chinese authorities in the late
nineteenth century, the very monopolies granted to gambling legalised gambling in
Macao  and  launched  the  Portuguese  territory  as  a  gambling  enclave.  This  was
emphasised further when Hong Kong banned gambling in 1871. Gaming contracts were
granted to only a handful of figureheads linked to each other in a complex network of
associations, fierce competition and backstabbing. 
14 In 1934 the gambling policy reached a turning point when the local administration for
the first time granted a monopoly of all casino-style gambling to the syndicate Tai Xing
Company, led by Gao Kening and Fu Laorong, thus formally institutionalising gambling
as an industry with carefully designed policies that excluded competition from other
potential  bidders.  Until  the  1960s  they  managed  to  secure  the  monopoly  for
themselves, and during the Tai Xing Co. era, gambling blossomed in Macao while the
ban imposed on gambling in the rest of China had been very strictly enforced by the
Chinese Communist Party, which came into power in 1949. Another turning point came
in 1962 when the Macao governor, despite the suggestion of the highest authorities in
Lisbon, granted the casino franchise to the Sociedade de Turismo e Diversões de Macau
(STDM) led by Stanley Ho and Yip Hon. The latter retired from the partnership in 1975,
thus allowing Stanley Ho to become the only casino magnate in the territory until the
end of the franchise on December 31st 2001. The STDM introduced Western games such
as roulette and baccarat to the casinos. Transportation between Hong Kong and Macao
was modernised by introducing highly efficient and fast hovercraft jetfoils, which had
the  direct  result  of  enabling  Stanley  Ho  to  consolidate  the  casino  industry  in  the
Portuguese enclave. 
15 In August  2001 the Legislative Assembly of  Macao,  preparing for  the ending of  the
STDM’s 40-year-old monopoly over the territory’s gaming industry, passed Law 16/2001
according to which it officially established the "Legal Framework for the Operations of
Casino Games of Fortune" and tourism, gaming, conventions and exhibitions, and the
service industry became the economic driving force for Macao. The SAR government
opened the sector to two new players from Las Vegas: the Las Vegas Sands Corp. and
the Wynn Resorts. Altogether with SJM (Sociedade de Jogos de Macau), an affiliate of
the former monopoly-holder STDM, the three licensed operators, joined by a few big
players,  such  as  MGM,  Kerry  Packer  and  Galaxy  through  joint-ventures,  have
announced  frenzied  investments  and  gigantic  casino  and  hotel  developments  and
projects  that  are  under  construction  on  Macao  peninsula  and  on  Cotai,  a  strip  of
reclaimed land between the islands of Taipa and Coloane. The area will feature not only
casinos and hotels (10,000 rooms in total) but also conference facilities on a grand scale
and is expected to employ 150,000 staff. The number of casinos increased from 11 in
2002 to 17 in the third quarter  of  2005 and Macao has already become the second
largest gaming city in the world, behind Las Vegas in the United States. Thus, as we can
see, the gaming monopoly, designed to keep the colonial administration afloat in the
mid-nineteenth  century,  has  by  far  exceeded  all  expectations.  Indeed,  in  2003,  the
Macao Gaming Inspection and Coordination Bureau (GICB, 2003) reported that gaming
tax contributed 74% to  the Macao fiscal  revenue.  In  2004,  the total  public  revenue
amounted to 19.6 billion patacas of which 15.2 billion patacas came from the gambling
tax23, that is to say 77.8% of the government fiscal revenue: already a three percentage
point increase compared with 2003.
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16 In this context it is apparent that the gaming industry plays a major role in the lives
and  well-being  of  the  local  population.  The  economic  growth  and  wealth  that  the
industry  has  brought  to  the  community,  has  created  numerous  employment
opportunities and the Statistic and Census Services (DSEC) report that unemployment
has decreased from 6.4% in 2002 to 4.1% in the third quarter of 2005 with almost 58% of
the population working in the industry. Many young people are lured into working in
the  industry  for  salaries  that  sometimes  exceed  that  of  peer  graduates  in  the
government and private sectors. Furthermore, the industry not only supports casinos,
but also a variety of subsidiary business endeavours. In this regard, young girls are
imported to work in the sex trade, while large tourist groups visit the territory on a
regular basis mostly to participate in gambling but also to enjoy the historical sites and
heritage  of  Macao.  It  is  estimated  that  approximately  1  million  people  visit  the
territory each month, with PRC national holidays allowing this figure to rise to almost
1.5  million.  For  last  October  indeed,  with  the  National  Day  week-long  holiday,  the
Statistics and Census Service indicated that the total number of visitor arrivals reached
1,663,623,  up  10.2%  year-on-year.  Visitors  from  Mainland  China,  Hong  Kong  and
Taiwan, increased 9.8%, 10.9% and 2.9% respectively. In the first ten months of 2005,
visitor  arrivals  totalled  15,438,078,  up  12.7%  for  the  same  period  of  last  year.  The
majority of visitors come from mainland China (57.9% of the total), Hong Kong (28.2%)
and Taiwan (7.8%), and among the mainland visitors, 491,989 (51.1%) travelled to Macao
under the Individual Visit Scheme24. But the “Cotai Strip project…—with thousands of
rooms, marinas,  large entertainment venues, shopping, dining and huge convention
and exhibition facilities—is intended to draw people from farther away… visitors from
Japan, Singapore, Thailand, from other places in the Asian region, and from the rest of
the  world”25.  Given  that  the  territory  comprises  only  approximately  27  square
kilometres,  this  influx  of  tourists  to  the  casinos  and  other  facilities  create  a  very
definite over-crowdedness not only on the streets of Macao, but in every corner of this
small enclave.
Exploration
17 The research in this first explorative stage of the project utilised the key informant
approach26.  The  intention  was  to  gain  an  in-depth  understanding  of  the  present
situation is Macao in which the gaming industry poses both direct and indirect benefits
and  challenges  to  the  well-being  of  local  residents.  The  key  informant  approach
allowed us  to  conduct  semi-structured focus-group and individual  interviews27 with
individuals considered knowledgeable about the community, the residents and their
needs  (e.g.,  professionals,  community  leaders,  church  leaders,  etc.).  Because  these
informants  worked  directly  with  the  community  and  regularly  interacted  with  the
families in Macao, they were considered as having a particular insight into the situation
in the community. The interviews were recorded on audio tape with the consent of the
interviewees  obtained  prior  to  the  interview  session.  The  audio  recordings were
transcribed and translated to provide textual data for analysis28. Family profiles in the
form of three-generation genograms were used to provide information regarding the
family  structure and family  history,  and the impact  of  this  history on present  and
probable future patterns29.
1.  
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Enabling and Disabling Processes of the Gaming Industry
18 Two assumptions need to be clarified before continuing with the discussion.  In the
analysis we focused on the gaming industry in terms of the institutionalisation and
legitimisation of gambling as an economic growth entity. We did not at all look into
attitudes, habits and behaviour patterns of individuals or families directly involved in
gambling itself.  Much has been written on gambling behaviour and more will  most
likely  follow.  We  rather  focused  the  analysis  on  particular  enabling  and  disabling
processes pertaining to psycho-social relationship and behavioural issues related to the
perceived impact of the gaming industry on individuals and family life in Macao.
19 Secondly, many of the themes that emerged from the analysis of the textual data could
be  considered  as  universal  problems  also  evident  in  other  countries  dominated  by
entirely different industries. We also do not negate the fact that some social and family
issues could have existed in Macao for a long time and could possibly not be attributed,
either in the past or now, to the gaming industry per se. Whereas the enabling and
disabling processes regarding family life  had been noticeable for  a  long time,  most
likely since the start of the Portuguese administration of the territory and, related to
various  industries,  the  rapid  growth  of  the  gaming  industry  in  recent  years  has
exacerbated these issues to some extent. Our focal point was nonetheless on describing,
from  a  psychological  perspective  the  perceptions  and  viewpoints  of  leaders  in  the
community regarding the present ways in which the gaming industry affected family
life and the psychological well-being of the people of Macao. There is for example a
tendency amongst young people to forfeit furthering their education, both school and
tertiary education, because of lucrative job opportunities in casinos, while parents who
work in the industry typically have ongoing changing work shift schedules that easily
disrupt their family life.
DiscussionPerceptions regarding the impact of the gaming industry on family
functioning 
20 Overall, a traditional “Macao approach” to life that valued a stable, easy-going lifestyle
and taking things as  they were without exerting much effort  towards change were
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observed. As one interviewee indicated, “I heard my colleague say that Macao people
can very easily be satisfied with what they have, but I feel that the newer generation
has their ambition and that ambition may be to get “quick” money” [01/01]30. Such an
aim for harmonious living cannot be faulted in itself and it combines well with the
traditional  Chinese  values  of  collectivism  and  moral  qualities  of  loyalty  and
faithfulness.  Past  generations  have  emphasised  ren  (W,  humanness)  and  yi  (W,
righteousness), good education and respect for life as central to the moral education of
the  young.  Through  engagement  with  the  gaming  industry,  however,  the  younger
generation have been encouraged to become involved in hedonistic behaviour patterns
and a drive towards individualist needs and materialism. It seems that the harmonious
co-existence of the past has mutated into a dependency on external forces and a need
for wealth that has overshadowed good education and respect for life and impacted on
the psycho-social well-being of the local population (“Local people become dependent
on income from tourism and gambling and do not develop other industries. The gaming
industry provides easy money; there is no motivation to work for their own well-being
—enhance their competences and motivation to look beyond “soft money” that comes
easily” [05/09]).
21 The rapid growth in the economy over the past five years and the increase in casino
licences have resulted in a distinct escalation in employment opportunities mostly in
the gaming industry, tourism industry and construction. Many people were able to find
jobs in Macao either as croupiers in the casinos or in subsidiary sectors of the industry
including professional services (e.g., bookkeeping), retail and services (e.g., cleaning,
catering), and construction. As our interviewees pointed out, “the economy was rather
slow in Macao but now it has increased…[and] with the opening up of China, we now
get tours coming into Macao, making Macao very strong in its economy…increase in
people’s daily living standards” [01/01] and “the casinos also have a positive face where
it  provides  a  good income for  the  locals  now” [02/07].  Recent  figures  showed that
almost 58% of the local population worked in the gaming industry and that there will
be  an  increase  in  the  coming years  when more  casinos  open in  the  territory.  The
increase in revenue gained from gambling taxes has made it possible for the Legislator
to continue granting more subsidies to social services and families in general benefiting
from the boom in the gaming industry. Recently it was also announced that education
for all children would be free of charge up to completion of secondary school31.
22 The availability of work opportunities has in particular boosted migration of people
from the mainland to Macao, and legal immigrants job seekers from mainland China
between the ages of 20 and 60 was up from 1,583 in 2002 to 4,387 by the end of 200432.
Legal immigrants and people authorised to permanently reside in Macao contributed to
a rise of 7.27% during the same period from 2002 to the end of 200433. A concern was,
however,  uttered  by  the  interviewees  in  our  project.  The  availability  of  work
opportunities in Macao, either in the casinos or elsewhere, often implied separation
from family members when one partner moved to the SAR while the rest of the family
still resided on the mainland. “There are some cases where the husband tries to ask the
government to have his wife sent down to Macao from the mainland, but because they
cannot wait for the long period of time, so by the time the wife gets here, the husband
will already have a new wife” [01/02]. 
23 Although separation from the family cannot be attributed only to the gaming industry,
the  developments  and  available  job  opportunities  in  subsidiary  industries  such  as
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construction due to the need for more hotels and renovations could be interpreted as
an indirect role that the industry played in disrupting the family life of  those who
migrated to the territory. When the family then reunited after a period of separation,
relationship  problems  often  ensued  that  made  living  together  again  stressful.  The
influx of employable workers and preference given to young adults to work in casinos,
for example, have also resulted in a change in the retirement age, putting middle-aged
adults in danger of struggling to find suitable employment in order to provide for their
families (01/03).
24 With regard to the family as functional unit, the working hours of employees in the
gaming industry was pointed out by the interviewees in our project as a major concern.
Casinos in Macao operate 24 hours a day so working in a casino often means “irregular
time shifts of casinos, dividing working shifts into early and night shifts. When people
have to go to work they will have to leave their children at home. This is a problem
which  leads  to  psychological  problems”  [01/03].  A  key  informant  from  the  social
service providers indicated that this was “especially the case when both parents work
in the casino, and the children does not get a chance to be with them, and therefore
they are bringing up themselves on their own” [01/01]. 
25 Two issues are relevant in this regard. Although not unique to the gaming industry
(e.g.,  nurses,  paramedics,  and  other  service  providers  also  work  night  shifts),  the
impact of irregular working hours and night shifts on the one hand influenced role
appropriation and on the other jeopardised family relationships. In a society where
traditional male and female roles were still dominant and gender stereotypes of the
father as breadwinner and disciplinarian and the mother as taking care of nurturing
needs still strictly adhered to, the ongoing changing work shift schedules could easily
disrupt family life34. Role reversal challenged personal and cultural beliefs, while the
absence of a role in the family (e.g., father/mother working night shifts, female single
parent family) could exacerbate risk behaviours (“parents who have no control or poor
discipline, mostly low education and unnatural working hours (working in factories,
casinos, elsewhere), were the major problems encountered in Macao” [08/14]). From a
psychological point of view, having and spending time with one another is one of the
basic premises for establishing attachment relationships between family members and
for parents to engage in the moral and cultural education of their children. 
Perceptions regarding the impact of the gaming industry on family relationships 
26 Problematic family relationships and emotional problems were among the prominent
issues that social workers attended to during the first six months of 2005 with about
38% of cases that dealt specifically with one or more disrupted family relationships.
The figures are not  clear  as  to  the number of  cases  directly  related to the gaming
industry, but it is not unlikely given that the industry plays such a major role in the
material and psycho-social functioning of Macao families. During our fieldwork it was
mentioned that, particularly with regard to families where one or both parents worked
in casinos, “a lot of their relationships are all messed up and they cannot resolve this
situation. The children of these people will be greatly affected [and] now there are also
families who lock their elderly up at home” [01/02]. Although the exact reasons for
locking up an elderly parent were not mentioned, it was disconcerting to know that the
extended family was indirectly affected by disruptions in the family and probably by
involvement in gambling related activities. However, this needs further exploration in
the follow-up to this report. 
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27 Without sufficient time and continuous interaction to respond to one another’s needs
family relationships were particularly at risk35.  The perceived absence of parents as
primary educators and socialisation agents of children, living in a society dominated by
gambling and often experiencing the over-crowdedness that accompanies an influx of
tourists to the territory, contributed much to the disrupting of family relationships and
the  psycho-social  development  of  individuals.  Whereas  people  appreciated  the
economic gains from the industry, families tended to avoid social areas where they
could spend time together and interact with peers and friends because these places
were also frequented by the tourists with whom they did not want to connect on a
social  level.  As  the  director  of  one  of  the  major  social  service  providers  in  Macao
indicated, “local people accept that tourism is good for the economy and open their
minds  to  other  lifestyles,  but  the  education level  of  tourists  is  low resulting  in  an
aversion by the local population to the influx of these people to the territory” [05/09]. 
28 Other relationship problems that were mentioned during our fieldwork included family
violence (“domestic violence affects the woman’s core self-esteem” [02/05]) and marital
conflict (“a lot of extra marital relationships can lead to violence …and affairs are also
the  cause  of  many family  break-ups,  having great  effect  on the  children”  [01/02]).
Although family violence and abuse against women could not per se be attributed to
the gaming industry (other factors most definitely also played a role). There was the
suggestion  by  several  interviewees  that  the  emotional  and  relationship  problems
usually  ensued  from one  or  more  members  working  in  the  gaming  and  subsidiary
industries.  Family  members  participating,  for  example,  in  the  sex  industry  for
additional  income  contributed  its  own  set  of  problems  in  relationships  and  one
interviewee commented that she has “found a lot of females―not the males―who are
actually the causes of  family problems …having an affair  …especially in the central
areas”  [01/03].  Most  distressing  to  most  of  our  interviewees  was,  however,  the
prospective impact of disrupted family life, whether directly or indirectly related to the
gaming industry or not, on parent-child relationships and child care.
Perceptions regarding the impact of the gaming industry on child care in the family 
29 Parents, particularly those working in the gaming and related industries, often allowed
children  to  go  unsupervised  or  engaged  social  services  to  care  for  their  children,
displacing the responsibility of child care and parental education to sources outside the
family. An informant working specifically with children in a very poor area in the north
of Macao indicated that they were often confronted with cases “where both the kid’s
parents have to work the night-shift” and recalled a case where the parents “have
asked if the centre could look after their child for them…we would need to set up a
shelter for these people… their income does not permit them to employ someone to
look after  the child.  In  most  cases  60% of  them come from single  parent  families”
[06/10]. Some parents engaged the extended family in child care (“grandparents take
care of the child but they have no real power to discipline the child” [08/13]), whereas
others sent their children to the mainland to stay with the family there for extended
periods of time, almost losing contact with the child entirely. 
30 Lack of parental guidance or a sound parent-child relationship has been indicated to be
a major cause of problematic child behaviours. Psycho-emotional disturbances among
children often emerged from feelings of rejection, neglect and lead to a lack of self-
esteem and a decline in children’s academic performance36. In Macao the situation was
exacerbated by early exposure to gambling-related and subsidiary activities such as
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prostitution. Our respondent working mainly with single-parent families in the north
of  Macao,  when  talking  about  the  influence  of  the  gaming  industry  on  children,
indicated  that  toys  such  as  miniature  slot  machines  and  playing  cards  were  easily
accessible and had as their aim “for these children to become addicted to them. For
example, there are also toy cards that they can trade for money. These toy cards have
also created problems where children have caused fights because they try to steal these
valuable  cards”  [06/10].  One  direct  and  very  worrying  consequence  of  the  gaming
industry is juvenile delinquency that has been gradually increasing as Lo Shiu Hing
pointed out in his article on gambling and organised crime37. 
31 A Macao-based gangster, cited by Lo Shiu Hing, “estimated that up to 80% of the youth
in Macao have contract or connections with triads because they are forced to accept
triad protection”. For Lo, that was due to the rapid increase in Macao’s population since
newly arrived parents had to concentrate their time and energy in providing for their
families and therefore neglected the children38. In the first nine months of 2005, 114
criminal cases involving 218 adolescents were handled in Macao39 and the Statistics and
Census Services estimated that there was a 7.6% increase to 25.3% compared to the
previous  year40.  In  a  blueprint  study  by  the  Social  Welfare  Institute,  it  was  also
indicated that 30% of adolescents in Macao have at one time or another been engaged
in stealing, fighting or damaging public property41. During our fieldwork, we were told
by a school director that he had to deal with a triad issue within the very premises of
the school just prior to his interview with us. Minors were also frequent among court
cases handled by the legal system, and “adolescents and children are seen in court
because of shoplifting, stealing (forced entry in residential areas),  fighting in public
places…  family  background  and  friends  are  the  cause  for  many  problems  among
adolescents” (08/13).
32 Anti-social and gang-related behaviours are not uncommon among adolescents who are
in  the  process  of  identity  formation,  particularly  when  they  have  to  deal  with
problematic parent-child relationships, do not receive adequate moral education from
their parents (“the school has to take over basic education from the family―the school
becomes a substitute for the family” [03/07]), and are faced with negative labelling in
society42. Although delinquent and gang behaviour of adolescents could again not be
seen as a mere direct consequence of the boom in the gaming industry and parent
absence because of  employment in the industry,  it  seemed that young people were
more at risk for engaging in unacceptable behaviours and that the gaming industry has
to an extent aggravated the situation in recent years.
Perceptions of the impact of the gaming industry on psycho-social issues in the family
33 The groups mostly targeted for jobs in the gaming industry were the adolescents and
young adults,  people  who have reached the  age  of  18  years  and who could  legally
engage in economic activity. As one interviewee mentioned, “casinos have been able to
attract a lot of teenagers to work for them” [01/02]. However, many of these young
people forfeited further education and were attracted by lucrative salaries “taken out
of school to go work in casinos where they can earn up to 10,000 patacas per month—
sometimes higher than a graduate can earn” [08/13]. Estimates of exactly how many
young  people  rejected  further  education  in  favour  of  so-called  “easy  money”  and
financial  independence that  flowed from working in the gaming industry were not
available  and  we  considered  this  as  particularly  an  area  for  further  investigation.
Whereas the employment opportunities the industry offers were enabling in a major
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sense and young people could, as required by the tradition of filial piety, now better
take care of their parents, disabling processes were also at work. 
34 The easily accessible and lucrative employment available in casinos and the lack of
motivation to pursue educational goals put young people at risk. They emphasise an
immediate and short-term success and offer a gratification that together impede on a
sense of directedness and purpose in life and the overall psychological well-being of
people in Macao. Vocational interest is a product of positive family relationships, but
the  environment  also  plays  a  role  in  guiding  young  people  towards  a  positive  life
orientation43.  One  of  our  key  informants  in  particular  pointed  out  that  “lack  of
motivation for school achievement leads to drop-outs” [03/07], and it seemed that the
wealth and prosperity brought about by the “lure factor of ‘easy money’ and recruiting
children away from the education system” [03/07] affected family life in particular and
had  a  “great  impact  on  people’s  way  of  thinking  and  their  mental  development”
[01/02].
35 Furthermore, the prospects of employment in the industry did not bring wealth and
prosperity to all the people of Macao. Many local families, who had been in Macao for
several generations, were suffering from an increase in poverty with real estate prices
escalating  rapidly,  and  the  high  price  of  consumables.  It  seemed  that  there  were
increasing numbers of families that could not maintain a good standard of living. This
trend was emphasised by the Social Welfare Department reporting that 7,732 families
applied for and received financial aid in the first half of 2005. Physical needs are among
the  most  basic  needs  for  psychological  well-being  because  without  sufficient
gratification  of  physical  and  security  needs,  the  individual  could  have  difficulty
focusing  his  or  her  psychological  energy  on  belongingness  and  realisation  of
potentialities44. It seemed therefore that the gaming and related industries have their
advantages and drawbacks. Macao families benefit perhaps from the job opportunities
and  increased  salaries  the  industry  offers,  but  at  the  same  time  they  experience
problematic family relationships and their overall psychological well-being is thus put
at stake. Those who are not working for the gaming and related industries experience
financial hardship due to the increase of the cost of living since the boom three years
ago, and this new lacking of resources brings upon them new psychological stresses. 
36 The gaming industry does indeed have an impact on family life. On the one hand, the
industry has boosted economic growth in the enclave and material prosperity for the
local  residents.  On  the  other,  however,  it  also  engenders  several  disabling  and
disruptive  processes  that  have  particularly  affected  the  psychological  well-being  of
individuals and families in Macao. 
37 Reflecting on Macao within the perspective of the broader China, it was also odd to see
how the “one-country-two systems” model  worked in this  specific  case.  Macao had
been developing the gaming industry with the blessing not only of the SAR government
but also of the highest authorities in Beijing, while those very same authorities have
been campaigning since 2004 to crack down on gambling45. In January 2005, President
Hu Jintao reiterated the need for China’s youth to be equally ideologically and ethically
educated46.  Well,  it  seemed that under the “one-country-two systems” the youth of
Macao did not enjoy the same treatment as the youth in the mainland47. 
38 Maybe  the  most  significant  gap  in  our  search  for  understanding  was  the  lack  of
meaningful baseline research and in particular the lack of public data pertaining to, for
example, shift work, the average age of employees in casinos, relations between wages
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and age, and information about subsidiary trades such as prostitution, drug peddling
and triads. We had to rely on the perceptions of our key informants and a few public
data  bases  (e.g.,  DSEC).  Therefore,  this  initial  exploration  could  by  no  means  be
considered comprehensive or  adequately  revealing of  the extent  and complexity  of
factors influencing the psychological well-being of the local community in Macao. 
39 Psychological  interventions  and  mental  health  care  are  not  common  practices  in
Chinese communities, and much still needs to be done to develop an understanding and
appreciation  among  the  people  of  Macao  for  such  services.  The  next  step  of  this
research  project  will  be  to  investigate  the  perceptions  and  attitudes  of  the  local
residents at grassroots level, the people actually working in the gaming and related
industries,  and  identify  their  particular  needs  where  psychological  services  are
concerned. It would be helpful to include other participants from the various sectors,
also the government and the gaming industry, in further investigations into the way in
which psychology can be implemented in this  society to enhance the psychological
well-being of the people. We hope to explore, for example, the identity changes that
have occurred among individuals and the community as a whole since the recent boom
in the gaming industry and the handover of Macao to the PRC. Furthermore, we hope to
develop,  through  ongoing  research  and  activity,  the  necessary  frameworks  for
providing psychological interventions that could empower the people of Macao and
provide them with coping strategies to deal with the influences of the gaming industry
on  their  individual  and  collective  lives.  Comparative  studies  and  looking  at  other
developing  countries  dominated  by  a  single  industry  would  also  be  relevant.  The
government has lately put some projects in place to encourage the implementation of
psychological services, but further research will provide insights into establishing the
necessary  frameworks  and  infrastructure  that  can  address  the  felt  and  anticipated
needs in the community for such services. 
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RÉSUMÉS
The purpose of this article is to present a comprehensive situation analysis and an assessment of
the needs of the people of Macao in terms of their psychological well-being. It  describes the
present situation with regard to the ways in which the gaming industry affects family life and
challenges the psychological well-being of the residents of Macao. Action research and a key
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informant approach were the basic methodology for this study, and semi-structured interviews
were conducted to gain an understanding of the enabling and disabling processes in family life
through the impact of the gaming industry. Textual data were analysed qualitatively for four
dimensions.  Four  themes  emerged—family  functioning,  relationships,  child  care  and  psycho-
social issues in the family. Although not the only influence, it seems the gaming industry does
indeed affect the family unit and the psychological well-being of individuals and groups both
directly and indirectly1. 
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